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ABSTRACT (100-200 WORDS): The goal ofthis project is to inform people
about hippotherapy and therapeutic horseback riding. I conducted several
interviews with professionals in the field and collected articles with relevant
information. Although both hippotherapy and therapeutic horseback riding are
considered "experimental", I provided information confirming the physical,
behavioral, and emotional benefits hippotherapy and therapeutic horseback
riding have patients. I also created a series of brochures to simply and clearly
explain the differences between hippotherapy and therapeutic horseback riding.
Brochures were chosen to display this information because many patients, or
their family members, are usually uneducated about these non-traditional forms
of therapy. These terms are often used interchangeable even though they are
two very different forms of therapy. People do not typically have access to
articles or other forms of information explaining these therapies; brochures are a
very accessible way to display this information.
Typically the terms hippotherapy and therapeutic horseback riding are used
interchangeably, but many people do not realize they are actually two very different
forms of therapy. Family members of people who could potential benefit from either
hippotherapy or therapeutic riding may be confused which one is right for their loved
one. The goal of this capstone project was to clearly and simply present the sometimes
confusing and complex information about these two therapies.
A series of brochures seemed to be the best option to present this information. I
wanted to give people who are interested a quick way to become fully informed about the
differences between hippotherapy and therapeutic horseback riding. Some clients may
already see a traditional occupational therapist, speech therapist, or speech-language
pathologist, but others may not. The clients that do not attend traditional therapy may not
be familiar with the complex medical language that can sometimes be used when
describing hippotherapy or therapeutic horseback riding. I tried to keep the wording as
simple as possible while still providing accurate information.
I hope that this project can be a very informative tool for people who are unaware
of the differences between hippotherapy and therapeutic horseback riding. I also hope
that people who have never been exposed of either of these equine assisted therapies can
take advantage of the information I have presented. This is a very beneficial and unique
non-traditional form of therapy. Not only does the movement of the horse help strengthen
the client, but many people end up forming very strong bonds with these animals. This
bond between horse and rider can provide the client with great social and emotional
success that other therapies may not be able to provide. Some people still debate whether
or not equine assisted therapy is an effective from of therapy. Along with my brochures I
would like to give some brief support as to why people should consider hippotherapy and
therapeutic horseback riding effective forms of therapy.
There are almost 800 therapeutic riding centers around the world associated with
the Professional Association of Therapeutic Horsemanship International the across the
United States. It's reported than more than 42,000 individuals with physical, mental, and
emotional concerns benefit from equine related activities. Unfortunately, even though so
many individuals participate in therapeutic horseback riding there is still "little objective
research to document the widespread clinical benefit of equine-assisted therapy reported
by therapists, parents, and pediatricians" (Helfer). Since many insurance companies see
equine assisted therapy as "experimental" they will not cover hippotherapy or therapeutic
riding. I have found many articles and studies that do support the theory that
hippotherapy and therapeutic riding benefits children and adults both physically and
cognitively.
One study conducted using hippotherapy gave a group of children with cerebral
palsy an electromyography or an EMG while sitting still, standing still, and walking. This
measures the electric potentail generated by muscle cells. Half of the group was instruced
to ride a horse for four minuets clockwise and four minuets counterclockwise. "A time of
eight minuets total was chosen because most cerebral palsy patients show positive
changes within the first five to ten minuets on a horse"(Benda). The other half of the
children were placed on a 55-gallon barrel (which is the average girth size of a horse) that
was covered with a fleece riding pad and placed at the average height of a horse. A TV
was mounted at the front of the barrel so the child would maintain forward attention and
quite sitting and watched an eight minuet horse video. After these two groups were
finished all the children were again hooked up to the EMG and participated in the same
sitting, stanging, and walking data collection.
All of the children who rode a living horse became more symetrical. One child
even "recived a symetry level of 97.7% (perfect symerty would be 100%)" (Benda). This
study effectievly displays how beneficial a horse's natural movements can be to patient.
Two of the children placed on the barrel actually went down in symmerty. "The mean
change in symmetry for the children riding the horse was 55.5% and the mean change for
the barrel particpants was only 11.9%. The percentage improvement from pretest to post-
test for the horse riders was 64.4% but the improvement for the barrel riders was -12.8%"
(Benda). Even though the children on the barrel had to balance they did not have the
benefits of a real horse. A moving horse "provides a percise, rhythmic, and repetitive
pattern that is very similar to the human gait. A horse's gait also forces the child's center
of gravity to constantly shift. This is an important movemnt skill children without
disabilities learn everyday during play" (Benda).
Although hippotherapy is very beneficial it can have some draw backs.
Unfortunatly, it is not an easy option for all patients. Many people who live in large cities
are not likely to find a barn close by. Also, "several participants pointed out that
hippotherapy was not an "easy option." Several users experiences hippotherapy as very
tiring. One reported: 'after hippotherapy I'm shattered; I have to lie down and
rest ... hippotherapy definitely is strenuous'" (Debuse). Therapy can be very costly and
not all families may be able to afford it. Hopefully more research will become available
and one day insurance will cover hippotherapy and therapeutic horseback riding the same
way they cover traditional therapy.
Not only does equine assisted therapy have physical results, but several studies
have also shown it has a positive effect on psychological factors such as mood, behavior,
and social functioning. After being enrolled in therapuetic riding lessons for one hour per
week, for twelve weeks, findings state, "The results of this study suggest that therapuetic
horseback riding may be an efficacious therapeutic option for children with autism
spectrum disorders. More specifically, compared to wait-listed participants in our control
group, autistic children in the experimenral group improved in critical areas such as
sensory integration and directed attention. Participants also demonstrated improved social
motiviation and sensory sensitivity, as well as decreased inattention and distractibility"
(Bass). There are several different therories as to why therapuetic riding has these effects
on patients. "The multisensory nature of the therapuetic horseback riding argues that this
experience may have been a very stimulating event that was directly associated either
with the physical presence of natural movement of the horse. The act of riding the horse
may have been percived as a rewarding stimulus that accounted for higher levels of
motivation and social engagement" (Bass).
I would encourage anyone who is looking for an alternitve form of therapy to
become informed about hippotherapy and therapeutic horseback riding. Although equine
assisted therapy is teachnically considered experimental I think there are a lot of articles
and published works proving that therapuetic riding and hippotherapy is beneficial to
patients. The bond between human and animal is very speical and rewarding. Just the
thought of interaction between patient and horse can be very motivational, and once the
physical benefits are factored in therapy can be considered extremly valuable. A horse's
movements are very unique and are very hard, if not impossible, to replicate in a
traditional therapy session. "The walking horse imparts 90-120 movement impulses per
minuet onto a person on its back, which cause the following movements in that person:
up-down, forwards-backwards, side-to-side, trunk rotation, and alternate lateral flexion in
the lumbar spine" (Debuse). Some of these movements can be replicated on a balance
ball, but patients are much more willing to sit on top of a horse for an hour than balance
on a ball for an hour.
My goal is to inform people about the physical, emotional, and cognitive rewards
of hippo therapy and therapeutic horseback riding. There is a very wide range of people
who could benefit from equine assisted therapy. The greatest problem I fmd with these
therapies is that they are practically unknown to people. I think once people become
educated and begin taking advantages of hippotherapy or therapeutic horseback riding;
even more advances will develop in the field of equine assisted therapy.
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